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The Venezuelan opposition, determined to get rid of President Hugo Chavez, is mounting a major
effort in the coming weeks to bring that about. The opposition business organization Fedecamaras
has called for a new general strike, and an umbrella organization is planning a "supermarch" on
Oct. 10. Meanwhile, legal efforts to oust Chavez received a setback when the Tribunal Supremo de
Justicia (TSJ) dismissed two lawsuits against the president for lack of evidence.
As protests and marches by the opposition increased, on Sept. 19, Information Minister Nora Uribe
announced that the president had signed a decree setting up eight "security zones" in metropolitan
Caracas, putting the Defense Ministry in charge of security, and prohibiting events that threaten the
safety of people and property. The purpose of the decree is to "preserve the rights, life, and security
of the people who live in those areas, and we have the fundamental right, as government, to defend
and look out for the security of the state," said the press release. The security zones include the
Miraflores presidential palace, the Fuerte Tiuna military base, the headquarters of the army, navy,
and National Guard, La Carlota air force base, and state television and radio stations.
On Sept. 23, the opposition umbrella group Coordinadora Democratica (CD) filed a motion with the
TSJ for constitutional protection (recurso de amparo) against the decree establishing the security
zones. CD leader and former Merida governor William Davila said the organization had gone to
court because the government had limited freedom of transit and freedom to demonstrate in the
capital. He said that the president lacked the authority to restrict constitutional guarantees and that,
with the decree, Chavez was moving toward a state of exception. Davila said he was confident the
TSJ would rule in favor of the motion, since the decree could be used as a precedent to establish
special zones in other areas where politically conflictive situations exist.

October protests planned
Meanwhile, the opposition is stepping up protests while it also seeks constitutional means to
remove Chavez from power. The president has dismissed demands that he step down, saying his
opponents must wait until August 2003 when the Constitution allows for a referendum on his rule.
Chavez said on Sept. 19 that any attempt to stop his "Bolivarian revolution" would be defeated. "To
bring about a popular rebellion in Venezuela, you would have to import people from elsewhere,
because the Venezuelan people are with the government," he said.
Government opponents have announced "The Seizure of Caracas," a massive march scheduled for
Oct. 10, to demand that Chavez step down. Chavez has asked his supporters to defy the planned
march with pro-government rallies. On Sept. 23, Fedecamaras president Carlos Fernandez called
for a general strike. The opposition labor organization Confederacion Venezolana de Trabajadores
(CTV) said it would also participate. Fedecamaras and the CTV said they would announce the strike
date during the Oct. 10 opposition march in Caracas. Fedecamaras said it was calling the strike
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against the economic policies of Chavez to prevent his imposing a "Castro- communist system" on
the country, something Fernandez says he is convinced the president wants to do. By staging the
Oct. 10 march in the capital and calling the national strike, Chavez' adversaries hope to recreate the
conditions that spurred the two-day April coup.

International mediation efforts unsuccessful
The decision to call another strike was a blow to government efforts to engage the opposition in
internationally mediated dialogue, coming just two weeks after international representatives made
a four-day visit to Venezuela. The mission, with representatives of the Organization of American
States (OAS), the UN Development Program (UNDP), and the Atlanta-based Carter Center, came to
Venezuela in early September hoping to initiate a dialogue between the government and opposition
but found little receptivity. Venezuelan opposition leaders said they would meet with Chavez only
to discuss his leaving office before his term ends in 2007. Although they left without noticeable
success, the mission made several suggestions for reducing tension, including disarming the civilian
population and determining responsibility for the events of last April.
But, most of all, the delegates called on both sides to reduce the level of confrontation and
aggression, and they warned of the serious risk of more violence by supporters of both sides.
OAS secretary general Cesar Gaviria began a three-day visit to Caracas on Oct. 2 to try to mediate
between the government and the opposition. Foreign Relations Minister Roy Chaderton said that
Gaviria's visit was in response to an invitation from Chavez. Gaviria said he was concerned about
"rising tensions" between Chavez supporters and opponents after a meeting with the Venezuelan
leader. He urged the government and opposition to "resolve their huge differences democratically,
leaving aside violent solutions that would be very risky for the country and could take it down
undemocratic paths." He said that "in the last days and weeks tensions have been rising."

War of words continues
As Chavez counters the demonstrations and legal maneuvers, both sides are also stepping up
the rhetoric. Retired Vice Admiral Rafael Huizi Clavier, who chairs an anti-Chavez group of
retired officers, said, "The government is definitely stirring up a situation of insecurity so as
to be able to declare a state of exception or a self-coup." On the other side, Fernan Altuve, an
advisor to Venezuela's national security council, says the opposition must be prevented from using
demonstrations as a cover for a coup. "We want to make [the opposition] stage a classic coup,
not a coup camouflaged as a demonstration," Altuve said. "Things are more serious than most
people believe. Anyone breaking the law will be met with the full force of the state." The calls for
strikes and "megamarches" are meeting resistance from some sectors of the labor and business
communities.
Some opposition politicians doubt whether they can drum up popular enthusiasm for another work
stoppage, especially since the last one that resulted in the April 12-14 coup left 19 dead and brought
international condemnation. In addition, Chavez took away some of his opponents' momentum
by signing a two-year contract with oil workers on Sept. 16, which gave workers a 35% pay raise.
The Federacion de Trabajadores Petroleros (Fedepetrol), the nation's largest oil union, signed the
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contract with the state Petroleos de Venezuela SA (PDVSA). The contract, which will be in effect
until 2004, affects about 40,000 oil workers. Under the new contract, the minimum salary for oil
workers will be US$475 a month. Workers also won important benefits such as help in buying a
home, a vacation bonus, hospitalization insurance, and a minimum retirement benefit of US$254 a
month.
The contract persuaded Fedepetrol to abandon strike plans. "We won't call on our oil workers to
support a strike that is strictly political," Fedepetrol secretary general Oswaldo Caiveth said. "We
have just signed a collective labor agreement, and there's no reason to call for a strike." Unless
oil workers join, "the strike will be pathetic and will more likely demoralize the opposition," said
Teodoro Petkoff, director of the opposition daily Tal Cual. The position of Fedepetrol underscores
the division among the opposition on how to oust Chavez. Some opponents are opting for methods
less likely to lead to violence such as a referendum to shorten the president's term and pave the way
for early elections. "Chavez came and will leave through votes," said Leonardo Carvajal, president
of the opposition civic group Asamblea de Educacion. "We want the least traumatic way out."

TSJ throws out cases against Chavez
In a blow to opposition efforts to use the courts to get rid of Chavez, the TSJ threw out two
corruption cases against the president on Sept. 24. Chavez was accused of accepting US$1.5 million
in illegal campaign donations from a Spanish bank and of misusing US$2 billion meant for a rainyday fund for excess oil revenue (see NotiSur, 2002-07-19). After an August TSJ ruling that absolved
four military officers accused of leading the April coup, Chavez's foes had hoped the court would
also rule in their favor in these cases. In the illegal donations case, TSJ president Ivan Rincon said
that plaintiff Tulio Alvarez, a private lawyer, did not present enough evidence against Chavez.
Alvarez had argued that Chavez and his campaign officers violated campaign finance laws by
failing to disclose the 1998 and 1999 donations by Banco Bilbao Vizcaya Argentaria (BBVA) and by
accepting contributions from a foreign corporation. Chavez denied the allegations. In the other
case, two opposition legislators argued Chavez's government failed to make several congressionally
approved deposits into the Fondo de Inversion para la Estabilizacion Macroeconomica (FIEM)
between 2000 and 2001. The court ruled the lawmakers did not prove they were potential victims of
the alleged crime a requirement for citizens filing charges against the president.
Chavez admitted his government did not make the deposits, and said the money went to other
budgeted expenses in an "administrative irregularity" made necessary because of a severe cash
shortage stemming from a drop in oil revenue.

-- End --
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